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In his paper “ELF and the alternatives,” Ian MacKenzie considers a number of
options that are presently under discussion as possible alternatives to the use of
English as a Lingua Franca (ELF). Their scope includes translation (a short
section of two paragraphs only), code switching, receptive multilingualism,
and Esperanto. It is the presentation of the latter approach that I want to address
in this comment. As MacKenzie’s bibliography contains two articles of mine and
as these seem to be important sources on which the author bases his argumen-
tation, I suppose that I should react to his paper.
Comparing the acquisition of English with Esperanto, MacKenzie points out
that “Esperanto would have to be learned from books, while English can to some
extent be absorbed passively from ineluctable exposure to global media”
(p. 401). This statement conveys the impression that English can be learnt in
passing, without much effort and energy – an assertion that not only contradicts
my own experience learning this language but also recent studies on foreign
language acquisition (e.g., Piron 2006). However, my focus here is not English,
but Esperanto, where a lot has changed in recent years as regards forms of
learning. The author does not seem to be familiar with the many language
courses that are offered (and well used by Esperanto learners) online free of
charge (e.g., lernu.net; livemocha; EsperantoLand; Duolingo). True, compared
with English the practical use Esperanto has found is a drop in the ocean, but
the array of Esperanto books, films, lectures, and pop songs on the Internet and
the variety of congresses, workshops, holiday camps, and other leisure activities
that exist today are – although perhaps not known to the general public –
already more than one could manage to make use of. The method of foreign
language acquisition has changed in our globalized world, but for Esperanto in
the same way as for English.
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A second point in MacKenzie’s argumentation against the planned language
is Esperanto’s European character:
Esperanto is clearly not in any way a “neutral” language. Although it contains Latin,
Germanic, and Slavic ingredients, these are in very unequal proportions: about 75% of the
lexis of Esperanto is from Romance languages (Janton 1993: 51), which is only 20%–25%
more than in English. And neither English, nor Romance, Germanic, and Slavic cognates,
are a neutral choice for Estonians, Hungarians, Maltese, etc., let alone speakers of non-
European languages. (p. 402)
The European character of Esperanto’s vocabulary is often put forward as the
language’s major drawback. Recent investigations (Parkvall 2010; Jansen 2010)
confirm that Esperanto is basically a European language, especially with regard to
its lexis. However, they also refer to some characteristics that contradict this
picture and to some that are typologically so general that they cannot be allocated
to any reference language (Jansen 2010: 282). As linguists as well as foreign
language users we know that there is more to language than vocabulary.
Morphology and syntax, i.e., the way the lexical material is used in communica-
tion are of utmost importance. Esperanto has an autonomous word-formation
system and a highly flexible syntax, which allows its speakers to be self-confident
and productive in their language use. These features can be used and appreciated
by all speakers, including those of non-European languages. Therefore, Li (2003:
38), for example, wants to accept the argument of Eurocentrism to a certain
degree only, stressing the perspective of a non-European language learner:
One could perhaps bring up the notion of “language distance” (Odlin 1989) and argue that
speakers of European languages tend to have an advantage learning Esperanto compared
with, say, speakers of a typologically distant language like Mandarin Chinese […]. If
Esperanto is Eurocentric, the same holds true – and much more so – for a target language
like English, which is considerably more complex with regard to all its linguistic subsys-
tems. An optimistic estimate suggests that for speakers of an Asian language, it takes no
more than one year of intensive study to reach communicative competence in Esperanto,
whereas for speakers of a European language, that same level of competence may be
attained within about six months […]. (Li 2003: 38)
The main problem of MacKenzie’s article is that the author simply does not know
enough about Esperanto. Many of his sentences include conditional subclauses
such as the following: “if it [Esperanto] became a widely used second language”
(p. 402) and “if it were used by a far broader range of speakers” (p. 403). The
developments that are described then are linguistic phenomena that have been in
existence in Esperanto for a long time, such as borrowing (cf., e.g., fejsbuko
‘Facebook’) or shortened and irregular forms (cf., e.g., Ĝis [for Ĝis revido ‘till
[another] meeting’/‘Goodbye’]; gekaraj ‘dear all’; alies ‘someone else’s’).
334 Sabine Fiedler
Brought to you by | Universitaetsbibliothek Leipzig
Authenticated
Download Date | 7/4/18 4:06 PM
My major criticism of MacKenzie’s article, however, concerns his statement
on phraseology:
Because of its youth and its regularity, Esperanto also lacks a stock of conventionalised
phraseological units and opaque, non-compositional, metaphorical idioms that L2 learners
and users might vary, getting them “slightly wrong,” but also – importantly – “approxi-
mately right,” as Mauranen (2012: 144) describes ELF speakers as doing. (p. 403)
The lingua franca communication realised in Esperanto is an under-studied
field. The use of Esperanto phraseology, however, has been intensively investi-
gated and described in a number of publications in various languages (e.g.,
Fiedler 1999, Fiedler 2002, Fiedler 2007). Research confirms that Esperanto is
rich in “conventionalised phraseological units and opaque, non-compositional,
metaphorical idioms” (to use MacKenzie’s terminology). The phrasicon of the
language includes both internationally known units that speakers borrow from
their native or other foreign languages (calques) and original expressions whose
meanings can only be understood on the basis of sociocultural background
knowledge about the history of the planned language and its speech commu-
nity. Speakers use phraseological units with a number of pragmatic functions in
written and oral communication. They modify them contextually and create
phraseological puns. Creative-innovative language use, play on words and
other expressive techniques are typical features of Esperanto communications
that constitute the culture of the speech community, as has been shown in a
large number of studies (Lloancy 1985; Fiedler 2004; Mel’nikov 2004, Mel’nikov
2008; Philippe 1991; Jordan 1988). Against this background neither MacKenzie’s
evaluation “Esperanto is pure and simple, and planned and pristine, because it
is spoken by a small number of people” (p. 404) nor his label of “idealist,
linguistically loyal and hypercorrect Esperanto speakers” (p. 404) reflect the
reality of Esperanto communication.
Due to the manifold influences of different mother tongues and the lack of a
native speaker as a linguistic corrective, phraseological units in Esperanto show
a higher degree of variation than is allowed for phraseological units in other
languages, where minor structural changes can easily destroy an idiom (e.g.,
German *einen Löffel abgeben; English *to lose the head; French *avoir un bras
long). Within the ELF approach linguistic errors are considered expressions of
creativity and flexibility, so that expressions such as take closer look to the world
instead of take a closer look at the world (an example given by Mauranen 2012:
144) and draw the limits instead of draw the line (an example given by Pitzl 2009:
313) are generally accepted. If this attitude is adopted beyond the ELF context
(despite all the critical voices against it), here a parallel between Esperanto and
ELF can be observed, as I have discussed elsewhere (Fiedler 2011). The
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contradiction between ELF and Esperanto that MacKenzie constructs in his
article (“diametrical opposites,” p. 402) does not stand up to scrutiny.
What I do not want to deal with here in detail are MacKenzie’s views of
Esperanto’s future, the negative predictions that the language, in the case of its
wider use, will lose its regularity, neutrality, and “would very likely be augmented
by a stock of borrowed and altered words” and “turn into a kind of Esperanglo”
(p. 403). These parts of the text follow Van Parijs’s (2004, Van Parijs 2011) line of
argumentation (although the author does not mention him in this context).
Instead of giving prognoses it would be useful to see and study Esperanto as it
is, as a sociolinguistic reality. In order to paint a realistic picture researchers
should base their conclusions on empirical data and they should treat a planned
language with the same degree of scientific accuracy that they devote to other
languages. As MacKenzie’s paper fulfils neither of these preconditions, it is more a
description of what Esperanto communication might look like from outside.
There is no doubt that MacKenzie is right in his evaluation that Esperanto
cannot be considered an alternative to English in its present function as a
worldwide means of communication. We are unlikely to see English challenged
by Esperanto in the foreseeable future. This, however, has nothing to do with the
character of its lexis, with borrowing or the use of phraseological units, but with
extralinguistic criteria, i.e., a lack of political will to make international com-
munication efficient, fair, and democratic.
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